Population in the spotlight  by Williams, Nigel
Magazine
R615
Britain’s Royal Society has 
launched a two-year study into 
global population levels. It has 
established a working group of 
experts to draw up a comprehensive 
set of recommendations on human 
population that could set the agenda 
for tackling environmental stress 
caused by the rapidly increasing 
population. The study comes as the 
first province in China, Henan, has 
exceeded 100 million people. The 
severe Chinese policy of only one 
child per couple is reckoned to have 
reduced the state’s population by 33 
million. The only other province in the 
world to exceed this number is Uttar 
Pradesh in India. 
John Sulston, the researcher who 
took a leading role in decoding the 
human genome, will lead the study.  
A failure to be open about the 
problems caused by the global 
population explosion would set back 
human development, he warned.
“We really do have to look at where 
we are going in relation to population. 
If we don’t do it, we may survive but 
we won’t flourish,” he said. 
“We will be examining the extent 
to which population is a significant 
factor in the momentous international 
challenge of securing global 
sustainable development, considering 
not just the scientific elements but 
encompassing the wider issues 
including culture, gender, economics 
and law.”
The working group includes the 
broadcaster, Sir David Attenborough, 
the environmental campaigner Sir 
Jonathon Porritt, who co-founded 
Forum for the Future, the Cambridge 
economist Sir Partha Dasgupta, 
and the president of the Ethiopian 
Academy of Sciences, Demissie 
Habte.
The inquiry’s announcement 
came on World Population Day last 
month and Britain’s chief scientific 
adviser Sir John Beddington warned 
that population is one of several 
environmental issues that could 
produce a ‘perfect storm’ of global 
events in the coming decades.
The planet’s population is currently 
6.8 billion and, although birth rates in 
most countries are falling, the number 
of young people alive now who are 
destined to become parents in the 
future suggests that this figure could 
rise to 8.3 billion by 2030 and 9.2 
billion by 2050 — equivalent to adding 
nearly two more Chinas or eight more 
USAs.
Human numbers have shot up 
since the Industrial Revolution. In 
1800, there were about a billion 
people and by 1900 the figure was 
1.7 billion. It then multiplied four-
fold to 6 billion within a century, on 
the back of advances in medicine, 
public health, cheap fossil fuels 
and technical revolutions in food 
production.
Much of the coming increase in 
human numbers will be in the poorest 
countries, notably in sub-Saharan 
Africa, where the population is set 
to rise by about 50 per cent over the 
coming decades. Some of the poorest 
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Burgeoning: A market in Zhengzhou in Henan province in central China. Henan is the first in China to exceed 100 million inhabitants. (Photo: 
Lou Linwei/Alamy.)
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nations in Africa could see their 
populations triple.
Researchers estimate that food 
and energy production will have to 
increase by 50 per cent and water 
availability by 30 per cent to meet  
the demand caused by the extra  
1.5 billion people living on the planet 
in the next two decades.
Many countries have already 
significantly exceeded their capacity 
to be self-sustaining in terms of their 
ability to provide their people with 
food, water, and land without having 
to import resources. According to 
a research charity, the Optimum 
Population Trust (OPT), 77 out of 130 
countries studied can be classified 
as ‘overpopulated’ based on the fact 
that they are consuming more natural 
resources than they are producing 
and depend on other countries for the 
difference.
The densely populated UK comes 
17th in the league of overpopulated 
nations, which is dominated by the 
high-consuming countries of Europe 
and the Middle East.
Roger Martin, of the OPT, said that 
if the UK had to rely on its biological 
resources, its sustainable population 
would be about 15 million rather than 
the present 60 million.
“Some people may argue that, in a 
world of international trade, national self-
sufficiency doesn’t matter,” he said. “We 
think that’s a very short-sighted view. 
You don’t have to be a little Englander or 
an eco-survivalist to conclude that in era 
of growing shortages — food, energy, 
water — being so dependent  
on the outside world puts us in a 
vulnerable position.”
“Overpopulation is a much used and 
abused word, but we believe the index 
helps to anchor it firmly in the realms 
of sustainability.”
The new Royal Society review 
hopes to bring the population issues 
back into the political arena. Lord 
Rees, president of the society, raised 
the issue in his Reith Lectures on the 
BBC. David Attenborough has also 
become a champion of the issue. 
And more recently Aubrey Manning, 
presenter of the BBC’s Earth Story, 
stated that the number of humans on 
the planet is the greatest menace the 
world faces.
“I’ve never seen a problem that 
wouldn’t be easier to solve with fewer 
people, or harder, and ultimately 
impossible, with more,” says 
Attenborough.
Britain’s new government is thinking 
aloud about radical changes to 
university funding and other countries 
are also considering the future. 
Michael Gross reports.
Austerity is the flavour of the season 
across the United Kingdom, as the 
new Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition government seeks to 
slash public spending in all areas. 
Universities will be no exception, and 
changes to both research funds and 
the financing of student places are 
being discussed. 
In research funding, the new 
science minister, David Willets, has 
already announced that he, much 
as his predecessor, Paul Drayson, 
will look out for high ‘impact’ as 
a criterion for research worthy of 
government support. Just how this 
impact should be assessed is less 
obvious, however, as Willets has 
acknowledged by delaying the new 
assessment exercise for universities 
by a year in order to give more time 
for the development of suitable 
metrics. 
In education, schools minister 
Michael Gove has steamrollered 
into controversy with hasty 
announcements of cuts and new 
legislation. At the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills, his 
cabinet colleague Vince Cable has 
chosen a more cautious approach 
and installed an independent review 
chaired by former BP chief executive 
Lord Browne. However, in a lecture, 
titled “The looming crisis”, Cable 
Cuts spark 
university rethink
Cutbacks: The British government’s new business secretary, Vince Cable, has outlined univer-
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